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Where Indeed Was the Gospel of Thomas 
Written? Thomas in Alexandria
ian phillip brown
ianphillip.brown@mail.utoronto.ca 
University of Toronto, Toronto, ON M5R 2M8, Canada
This article argues that the Gospel of Thomas was written in Alexandria, not in 
Eastern Syria as is the current consensus. The arguments in favor of a Syrian 
Gospel of Thomas are not as strong as is often assumed, and a stronger case can 
be made for Alexandria. The Gospel of Thomas has a number of features that 
suggest it was a product of the Judean intellectual culture of Alexandria, includ-
ing its genre (a collection of chreiai), its presentation of Jesus as a wisdom teacher, 
and its Platonic/Philonic exegesis of the creation stories in Genesis. I argue that 
these features, particularly the exegesis of Gen 1:26–27 and 2:7, indicate an Alex-
andrian provenance for Thomas. Alexandria was a center of Judean philosophy 
and was known particularly for producing exegesis of the LXX. These social and 
literary affinities with Alexandrian intellectual life make an Alexandrian Gospel 
of Thomas more probable than a Syrian Thomas.
Writing shortly after the translation of the Coptic Gospel of Thomas, Henri-
Charles Puech noted that, because of similarities between the Gospel of Thomas 
and the Acts of Thomas (the use of the name Judas Thomas), it was “perhaps per-
missible” to suspect that the two works emanated from the same milieu, namely, 
Edessa.1 For the next fifty years the theory that the Gospel of Thomas was a product 
of Edessa (or eastern Syria more generally) remained the near consensus.2 Edessa, 
An earlier version of this article was presented at the Canadian Society of Biblical Studies 
annual meeting in Toronto, May 2017. I would like to thank William Arnal, Michelle Christian, 
Anna Cwikla, Ryan Olfert, and Sarah Rollens for their generous comments and suggestions.
1 Henri-Charles Puech, “Une collection des paroles de Jésus récemment découverte en 
Égypte: ‘L’Évangile selon Thomas,’ ” RHR 153 (1958): 129–33, here 130.
2 The major works supporting a Syrian Thomas include the following studies by Gilles 
Quispel, “The Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament,” VC 11 (1957): 189–207; “The Syrian 
Thomas and the Syrian Macarius,” VC 18 (1964): 226–35; “ ‘The Gospel of Thomas’ and the ‘Gospel 
of the Hebrews,’ ” NTS 12 (1966): 371–82; “L’Évangile selon Thomas et le Diatessaron,” VC 13 
(1959): 87–117; “L’Évangile selon Thomas et le ‘Texte Occidental’ du Nouveau Testament,” VC 14 
(1960): 204–15; “The Gospel of Thomas Revisited,” in Gnostica, Judaica, Catholica: Collected 
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home to a small Judean diaspora, was removed from the violence of the Judean 
wars, and several traditions claim that stories of Jesus circulated in Edessa by the 
second century.3 An Edessene origin for Thomas has been hypothesized based on 
a variety of arguments including its purported dependence and influence on Syrian 
texts, Semitisms in the gospel, and the gospel’s distinctness from the gospels of the 
New Testament. But the case for Edessa is not as strong as is often assumed. In this 
article, I argue that Edessa is not the uniquely qualified location for the composi-
tion of the gospel that it is often presented as and that there is a better location—
Alexandria. Like Edessa, Alexandria housed a large, educated Judean diaspora 
familiar with Jesus traditions—at the latest by the mid-second century. Many of 
these Judeans were involved in the intellectual life of Alexandria, and I contend 
that the producers of the Gospel of Thomas were just such people. Finally, Alexan-
dria boasted a distinct Judean exegetical tradition that paralleled Aristotelian and 
Platonic exegesis of Greek texts. The Gospel of Thomas fits in very comfortably with 
the Judean exegetical traditions of Alexandria, and therefore an Alexandrian Gos-
pel of Thomas makes more sense than does an Edessene Gospel of Thomas. In order 
to make this argument I first review the eastern Syria/Edessa hypothesis along with 
criticisms of it. Second, I describe the intellectual life and exegetical traditions of 
Alexandria—both Greek and Judean—and situate the Gospel of Thomas within 
Essays of Gilles Quispel, ed. Johannes van Oort, NHMS 55 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 175–227; and, in 
the same volume, “Some Remarks on the Gospel of Thomas,” 311–28. See also A. F. J. Klijn, “Das 
Thomasevangelium und das altsyrische Christentum,” VC 15 (1961): 146–59; Klijn, “Christianity 
in Edessa and the Gospel of Thomas: On Barbara Ehlers, ‘Kann das Thomasevangelium aus Edessa 
stammen?,’ ” NovT 14 (1972): 70–77; W. H. C. Frend, “The Gospel of Thomas: Is Rehabilitation 
Possible?,” JTS 18 (1967): 13–26; Helmut Koester, “GNŌMAI DIAPHOROI: The Origin and 
Nature of Diversification in the History of Early Christianity,” HTR 58 (1965): 279–318; Michel 
Desjardins, “Where Was the Gospel of Thomas Written?,” TJT 8 (1992): 121–33; April D. 
DeConick, “The Original ‘Gospel of Thomas,’ ” VC 56 (2002): 167–99; DeConick, Recovering the 
Original Gospel of Thomas: A History of the Gospel and Its Growth, LNTS 286 (London: T&T Clark, 
2006); DeConick, The Original Gospel of Thomas in Translation: With a Commentary and New 
English Translation of the Complete Gospel, LNTS 287 (London: T&T Clark, 2007); Pierluigi 
Piovanelli, “Thomas in Edessa? Another Look at the Original Setting of the Gospel of Thomas,” 
in Myths, Martyrs, and Modernity: Studies in the History of Religions in Honour of Jan N. Bremmer, 
ed. Jitse Dijkstra, Justin Kroesen, and Yme Kuiper, SHR 127 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 443–61; 
Stephen J. Patterson, “The View from across the Euphrates,” HTR 104 (2011): 411–31. The vast 
majority of scholars who propose a Syrian Gospel of Thomas name Edessa as the city of origin. 
The exceptions to this are Desjardins, who argues that the gospel was produced in Antioch, and 
Piovanelli, who agrees with Desjardins’s conclusions. J. Gregory Given has leveled a sustained 
critique against the Edessene hypothesis, and, while his article was published after this piece was 
submitted, I am largely in agreement with his critique: J. Gregory Given, “ ‘Finding’ the Gospel of 
Thomas in Edessa,” JECS 25 (2017): 501–30.
3 I follow Steve Mason in understanding the term Judean to refer to an ethnic group with 
distinct laws, traditions, and customs. Hence I shall refer to Judeans, Judean traditions, and Judean 
diasporas, except in the case where secondary sources refer to Jews or Jewish-Christianity. See 
Steve Mason, “Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of Categorization in Ancient His-
tory,” JSJ 38 (2007): 457–512.
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these very traditions. My conclusion that this gospel was a product of Alexandria 
does not simply move the work to a new geographical location but also reimagines 
the ways in which Judean traditions were drawn upon in early writings about Jesus. 
In addition, this conclusion further troubles a term frequently applied to the Gos-
pel of Thomas by those who argue for a Syrian milieu—“Jewish Christianity.”
I. The Eastern Syria/Edessa Hypothesis
While Puech was the first to suggest that the Gospel of Thomas originated 
in Edessa, Gilles Quispel and Helmut Koester popularized the theory in Europe 
and North America.4 Quispel published a series of articles and books between 
1957 and 1978 wherein he argued that the gospel was a product of Edessa. Quispel’s 
exact argument evolved during the course of more than twenty years, but the 
general tenets remain the same: the Gospel of Thomas was influenced by Syrian 
sources and influenced subsequent Christianity in Syria.5 Quispel argued that 
this gospel borrowed its “Jewish-Christian” sayings from the Gospel of the Hebrews, 
and that the Gospel of the Hebrews contained Palestinian traditions.6 Quispel’s 
catalog of “Jewish-Christian” sayings in the Gospel of Thomas includes sayings 
that show deference for the Pharisees (such as Gos. Thom. 39, paralleled in Justin 
Martyr, Dial. 17.4),7 sayings that are more primitive than those in the canonical 
gospels (Gos. Thom. 65),8 and sayings that contain Semitisms (Gos. Thom. 47).9 
In a later piece, Quispel identified twenty-six sayings in the Gospel of Thomas 
that contain Jewish-Christian elements. These elements range from a relation 
with the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Pseudo-Clementines, to direct contact 
with the LXX.10
Quispel expanded on his argument considerably in a 1966 article wherein he 
more precisely tied the Gospel of Thomas to the Gospel of the Hebrews.11 He 
 4 Quispel, “Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament”; Quispel, “Syrian Thomas and the 
Syrian Macarius”; Quispel, “ ‘Gospel of Thomas’ and the ‘Gospel of the Hebrews’”; and Koester, 
“GNŌMAI DIAPHOROI.”
 5 Some of the changes to Quispel’s theories include a shift from specific sources for Thomas 
(the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Gospel of the Egyptians) toward a more general theory that 
Thomas had distinct but unnamed Jewish-Christian and encratic sources. See his introductory 
note to his essay “Some Remarks on the Gospel of Thomas,” in van Oort, Gnostica, Judaica, Cath-
olica, 311–28, here 311; the essay was originally published in NTS 5 (1958–1959): 276–90.
 6 Quispel, “Gospel of Thomas and the New Testament,” 204.
 7 Ibid., 202.
 8 Ibid., 205.
 9 Ibid., 194.
10 Quispel, “Gospel of Thomas Revisited,” 200–202. Quispel includes Gos. Thom. 2, 6, 12, 
16, 23, 27, 31, 39, 44, 62, 64, 65, 68, 69, 71, 72, 84, 88, 90, 93, 95, 99, 104, 107, 109, and 113. Curi-
ously, Quispel leaves out sayings 83 and 85, both of which make direct reference to Genesis.
11 Quispel, “ ‘Gospel of Thomas’ and the ‘Gospel of the Hebrews.’ ”
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